opponents are acting under the pressure of Judean Zealots; 5 and I am pretty sure that Schmithals has been far too gullible in taking at face value Paul's accusation in 6.13 that the opponents (or those who get circumcised) do not themselves keep the law. 6 This is not to say that Paul could have wholly misrepresented his opponents and their message. If he was attempting to persuade the Galatians to abandon the 'other gospel', what he says about it must have been both recognizable and plausible in their ears. Thus the letter is likely to reflect fairly accurately what Paul saw to be the main points at issue; but his statements about the character and motivation of his opponents should be taken with a very large pinch of salt.
It is worth mentioning in this connection another possibility which has been raised by some scholars, namely that Paul may have seriously misunderstood his opponents. This is an essential assumption for Schmithals's case that Paul was actually entertaining Gnostics unawares, 7 and Willi Marxsen made it a central point in his interpretation of the letter. 8 One cannot, of course, discount this possibility altogether, but one must also face its implications. If Galatians is our only evidence for what the opponents believed, and if, in writing Galatians, Paul laboured under a major misapprehension about them, our search for the real opponents must be abortive. It is one thing to say that Paul has caricatured his opponents: handled cautiously, the text could still yield useful information about them. It is quite another thing to say that despite the whole of Gal. 2.15-5.12 the opponents had no interest in the Torah; 9 that totally destroys our confidence in the only evidence we have. Of course we do not know anything about Paul's sources of information, and we cannot be sure how much he knew about events in Galatia or their true rationale. But we do know he had been there at least once (4.13), and the confidence with which he speaks about their 'change of course' probably indicates a reasonable amount of information.
3. A third complicating factor lies in the linguistic problem of knowing only one partner in a particular conversation. Since the meaning of all statements is, to a large extent, conditioned by their accepted associations within a particular language community, it is especially hard to interpret statements in isolation from their historical and linguistic contexts. In the case of Galatians, while we know a little about one partner in the dialogue, Paul, and can compare the meanings he attaches to similar statements in other contexts, his ultimate conversation partners, the opponents, are unknown to us. The very statements which most directly relate to them (and which we would like to use in order to gain information about them) are also the ones whose precise meaning is determined by the particular interchange between them and Paul. Thus a verse such as 1.10 ('am I now pleasing men or God?') remains obscure until we can hypothesize the other end of the dialogue, and yet it is also among the very verses we need to use in order to reconstruct that dialogue. Such circularity is as inevitable as it is frustrating and highlights the hermeneutical problems inherent in this mirrorreading exercise.
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Before we go into detail about the specific pitfalls which lie in wait for the unwary scholar, it may be helpful to offer a comparison which illustrates the difficulties of mirror-reading polemical documents like Galatians. At his enthronement as Bishop of Durham in September 1984, David Jenkins delivered a famous sermon which concluded with a number of pointed remarks about the British miners' strike. At that point both sides in the dispute seemed to be intransigent-the miners under Arthur Scargill refusing to allow that more than the totally exhausted pits be closed, and the Coal Board, led by its American-born and tough-minded Chairman Ian MacGregor, insisting on large-scale pit closures. The Government were giving tacit support to the Coal Board, not least in providing massive resources of police to prevent miners' pickets travelling around the country. Jenkins's sermon instantly hit the headlines because he criticized the Government and referred to Ian MacGregor as an 'elderly imported American'. A few days later, the Secretary of State for Energy, Peter Walker, wrote a reply to Jenkins which was published in The Times. 11 It occurred to me to wonder how accurately Walker had answered Jenkins's arguments and, with the present methodological question in mind, how well we would do in reconstructing Jenkins's sermon on the basis of Walker's reply alone. Having obtained the full text of Jenkins's sermon I was able to run the experiment, with the following results. Taking Walker's letter, we would know that Jenkins had said that the miners should not be defeated, had implied that the Government wanted to defeat them, had pointed out the problems of a pit-community if the pit closes down, and had made some derogatory remarks about Mr MacGregor (although, interestingly, we would not know about his specific reference to the 'elderly imported American' or his suggestion that MacGregor should resign). Since Walker gives a lengthy exposition of the Government's concern for the coal industry, we might suppose that Jenkins had cited some detailed statistics to show the For all these reasons, the mirror we are trying to use may not be as smooth and clear as we would like. We have to reckon with the possibility that its image is distorted and hazy. Now we see 'through a glass darkly'; and unfortunately we can entertain no hopes of meeting Paul's opponents face to face!
The Pitfalls
Thus far we have considered some of the major problems which plague any attempt to mirror-read a polemical letter like Galatians. We can now turn to look in more detail at some of the recent attempts to mirror-read Galatians which exemplify the dangerous pitfalls in such an enterprise. Four dangers are particularly noticeable in this regard:
1. The first we may call the danger of undue selectivity. In attempting to discern the opponents' message from the text of Galatians we have got to make some decisions as to which of Paul's statements are particularly revealing for our purpose. Tyson, who addresses himself to the methodological issues more fully than most, confines his search in Galatians to Paul's defensive statements, where Paul answers the opponents' accusations. 12 But this is surely unduly restricting, since much, perhaps most, of the opponents' message may have been entirely free of accusation against Paul; it is interesting that Tyson can make little of the arguments about Abraham and Scripture in Gal. 3-4, although here, if anywhere, Paul seems to be replying to his opponents' arguments. 13 Mussner follows a slightly different tack, isolating possible slogans and objections emanating from the opponents and now reflected in Galatians.
14 Again, while this may be of some help, we have surely got to end up with a reconstruction which can explain the whole letter as, in some sense, a response to the crisis brought about by the opponents. The problem of undue selectivity is highlighted even further by those scholars who read the letter entirely differently. Schmithals dismisses all of Gal. 3-4 as current 'topoi' in Paul's debate with Jews, while the real character of the opponents is revealed in Gal. 5-6, where it can be seen that Paul is responding to pneumatic and libertine Gnostics. 15 We clearly need some criteria by which we can judge which are the most revealing of Paul's statements, while also taking seriously the need to provide an explanation for the entire letter.
2. The second pitfall is the danger of over-interpretation. In a polemical letter like this we are inclined to imagine that every statement by Paul is a rebuttal of an equally vigorous counterstatement by his opponents. But a moment's reflection will reveal that this need not be the case at all. In 5.11 Paul raises a forceful question: 'But if I, brethren, still preach circumcision, why am I still persecuted?' We are inclined to mirror-read this as a reflection of a criticism by Paul's opponents, who accused him of still preaching circumcision. 16 But it could also be no more than a simple contrast between Paul and his opponents, reminding the Galatians that he, Paul, is in a totally different category from them; in this case no explicit accusation need be posited. Or we could even read this verse, as Peder Borgen has suggested, as Paul's reply to a claim made by the intruders in Galatia who saw themselves as Paul's allies and were pleased to show how much they were in accord by implying that he, like them, circumcised his converts. 17 Indeed, although I will call them 'opponents' all the way through this article, we must bear in mind the possibility that they did not see themselves in opposition to Paul. It is quite possible for Paul (or anyone else) to count as his foes those who thought they were supporting him! The same dangers of over-interpretation bedevil the use of other parts of the letter. Because Paul claims he was not dependent on the Jerusalem authorities or any other men in Gal. 1-2, Schmithals jumps to the conclusion that he was being explicitly accused of such dependence, and that the only people who would voice such farreaching accusations would be Gnostics. 18 But again, there are a number of other possible explanations for Paul's line of argument in Gal. 1-2 which do not require one to posit any such Gnostic accusations. 19 Or take Paul's argument about being children of Abraham in Galatians 3; Ropes made a quite unnecessary assumption when he took this to be directed against Gentiles who denied the value of Abraham and the Jewish tradition. 20 And how should we interpret Paul's commands in the ethical section 5.13-6.10? If Paul warns the Galatians about immorality and drunkenness in his list of 'the works of the flesh', need we assume, with Lütgert and Schmithals, that there were at least some Galatian Christians who indulged in such libertine excesses in a wild pneumatic license? 21 Or if he encourages those who live by the Spirit to walk in the Spirit, need we take this, with Jewett, as an indication that the Galatians consciously denied the significance of any earthly behaviour? 22 In all these cases the scholars concerned would have done well to reflect on the ambiguities of mirror-reading and to take into account a range of other less extreme possibilities.
3. A third pitfall awaits those who are guilty of mishandling polemics. I have already mentioned the inevitable distorting effects of polemical debate and cautioned against taking some of Paul's descriptions of his opponents too seriously. Although we can be fairly sure that they wanted the Galatians to be circumcised, we should be a lot less confident that this had anything to do with 'making a good showing in the flesh' or 'avoiding persecution for the cross of Christ' (6.12). Because Paul constantly pits the cross against the law and circumcision (3.1, 13; 5.11; 6.12, 14-15), many scholars have concluded that the opponents, who taught the law and circumcision, must hawt played down the message of the cross. 23 But can we be so sure about this? They may have been entirely happy to talk about the cross, even emphasize its saving significance, only failing, in Paul's view j to see its message as excluding obedience to the law. We can be fairly certain that they would have described any disagreements with Paul in rather different terms, and that some of the issues on which Paul polarizes the two camps, they would have regarded as insignificant or even irrelevant.
Another 
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Although none of these suggestions is entirely impossible, I regard all of these attempts to mirror-read single words or phrases with some suspicion. One needs to spell out exactly what assumptions are involved here. Such an exercise depends on: (a) Paul's knowledge of the exact vocabulary used by his opponents; (b) Paul's willingness to re-use this vocabulary either ironically or in some attempt to redefine it; (c) our ability to discern where Paul is echoing his opponents' language; and (d) our ability to reconstruct the meaning that they originally gave to it. Such is our uncertainty surrounding each of these assumptions that I regard the results of any such exercise as of very limited value. They should certainly not be used as the cornerstone of any theory, as has all too often been done in recent scholarship on Galatians.
At this point I would like to make a few comments on a recent book by Bernard Brinsmead, which is the latest detailed attempt to reconstruct the character and propaganda of Paul's opponents in Galatia. 32 Despite his good intentions and his awareness of the methodological problems involved, Brinsmead manages to fall into all four pitfalls I have mentioned, and a good few more beside. To pick up an example we have just discussed, Brinsmead takes Paul's reference to beginning and completing in 3.3 as an echo of his opponents' vocabulary and then goes on to specify exactly how they used that vocabulary: ένάρχεσθαι, he tells us, 'often has the meaning of an act of initiation', while έττιτελεϊν 'commonly means a performance of ritual or ceremony which brings to completion or perfection'. 33 This indicates that these terms 'may comprise a technical formula for progress in a religious mystery from a lower to higher stage'. 34 On this, very shaky, foundation Brinsmead swiftly builds the opponents' theological position: their message had 'mystical connotations' and offered circumcision as a sacramental rite of perfection! Within the space of a few pages a 'suggestion' has become a 'certainty' and a whole hypothesis has been built out of a tissue of wild guesses.
What makes Brinsmead's book so disappointing is that he thinks he has found a way of solving the problems of mirror-reading. In a genre-analysis of the text, largely dependent on Betz, he takes the episde to follow the rules of a law-court defence-speech and to be a continual dialogue with the opponents. But this new methodology solves none of our problems and, in Brinsmead's hands, sometimes creates even more. In distinction from Betz, Brinsmead treats 5.Ι α. 10 as a 'refutatio' (he never explains why), the part of the speech which is supposed to answer the opponents' arguments. 35 4. Clarity. We can only mirror-read with any confidence statements whose meaning is reasonably clear. Where interpretation hinges on an ambiguous word or phrase (or on a contested textual problem), or where we have good grounds for suspecting that Paul's 'description' of his opponents is polemically distorted, we cannot employ that evidence for any important role in our hypothesis. 5. Unfamiliarity. While taking into account our limited knowledge of Paul's theology, we may be entided to consider the presence of an unfamiliar motif in Paul's letter as a reflection of a particular feature in the situation he is responding to.
Most of these criteria are framed in terms of'mays' and 'mights', which indicates that they need cautious handling, with all due sensitivity to the particular document under consideration. Taken together they should enable one to form some sort of hypothesis which can then be further tested by the last two criteria:
6. Consistency. Unless we have strong evidence to suggest that Paul is responding to more than one type of opponent or argument, we should assume that a single object is in view. Thus the results of the previous criteria may be tested to see if they amount to a consistent picture of Paul's opponents.
7. Historical plausibility. At this point we can bring into play what other evidence we have for contemporary men and movements which could conceivably be the object of Paul's attacks. If our results are anachronistic or historically implausible for some other reason, we will be obliged to start again.
The conscientious application of these criteria may mean that there is only a limited number of facts which we could determine with anything like certainty. But this does not mean that they are excessively negative. New Testament scholars need to learn to be more candid in admitting the real value of their theories, and there is a good case for establishing a sliding scale of hypotheses ranging between 'certain' and 'incredible'. J. Louis Martyn suggests that we need to employ both 'scientific control* and 'poetic fantasy' in this matter. 41 1 am not sure that 'poetic fantasy' wÜl help us much, but I agree that one should be able to discuss hypotheses which are not proven beyond doubt, so long as one recognizes their proper status. Ed Sanders does a useful job in this regard, constructing a range of categories into which we may assign hypotheses (in his case, about the historical Jesus). His range runs from 'Certain or Virtually Certain', through 'Highly Probable', 'Probable', 'Possible' and 'Conceivable' to 'Incredible'. 42 Although one could quibble with the semantics, I think these would be useful categories into which one could place one's findings after mirror-reading a letter like Galatians.
Results
The main purpose of this discussion is to outline some of the methodological issues involved in mirror-reading Galatians. Given the limitations of space it is not possible to attempt a full-scale reconstruction of the opponents' message and identity, but it may help to clarify the application of the seven criteria just mentioned if I conclude with a brief statement of plausible results.
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On the basis of Paul's reference to 'another gospel' (1.6-9) it seems clear that the opponents were Christians. Whether they were Jewish or Gentile Christians is slightly less certain because of the ambiguity in the phrase oi περιτεμνόμενοι in 6.13 (and the associated textual uncertainty). But in view of verses like 4.30 (apparently meant to apply to the opponents) it is highly probable that they were Jewish. Certainly it would be precarious to build an important thesis about their Gentile origin on 6.13 alone (as did Munck; see criterion 4). Paul associates their message with circumcision, both explicitly (6.12-13) and implicitly (5.2-4, 11-12), and the emphasis and frequency with which he discusses this subject make it clear that he regards this as a central issue (criteria 2 and 3; cf. 2.3-5). It is doubtful that they could or would actually compel the Galatians to get circumcised (6.12; cf. 2.14) but they clearly presented their argument with some persuasion (3.1) and won the esteem of many Galatians (4.17). What is more difficult to assess is why they advocated circumcision, since Paul's verdict in 6.12 is partial and probably misleading.
This issue is closely bound up with another: to what extent were they serious in advocating the observance of the Torah? 4.10 indicates that the Galatians had begun to observe some of the Jewish calendrical requirements, and it is unlikely that that was as far as the opponents wanted them to go. In fact Paul's concern about 'works of the law' (3.1-10) and his extended arguments to prove the temporary validity of the law (3.6-4.11), taken together with remarks like 4.21, make it highly probable that the opponents wanted the Galatians to observe the law as circumcised proselytes (criteria 2 and 3). Paul's extended self-defence in Gal. 1-2 makes it virtually certain that the validity of his gospel and his apostleship was under attack. Unfortunately it is difficult to be more precise about any particular 'charges' since, as we saw above, even quite detailed self-defence can be triggered off by a very few damaging innuendos. However, in the light of 1.1, 10-12 and Paul's repeated attempts to specify his relationship to the Jerusalem apostles, it is probable that the opponents considered Paul to be an unreliable delegate of the Jerusalem church (criteria la and b, taken together with criteria 2 and Ì). 
